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Among the most atypical pre s e rv a t i o n
re c o rds in the world are those cre a t e d
by the Historic American Buildings

S u rvey/Historic American Engineering Record
(HABS/HAER) of the National Park Service (NPS).
HABS/HAER is unusual in that it creates two types
of re c o rds. The primary re c o rds are the arc h i t e c t u r a l
and engineering documentation of historic stru c t u re s
and sites. Under a long standing agreement with the
National Archives and Records Administration
(NARA), these re c o rds are made available to the
public through the Prints and Photographs Division
of the Library of Congress. The other import a n t
re c o rds are the office files and materials that docu-
ment the activities of the office. These administra-
tive re c o rds are unique and various. The NARA cre-
ated a separate re c o rd group for them, Record
G roup 515, a very unusual pro c e d u re for a govern-
ment organization of less than bureau level.

HABS/HAER is the oldest federally-funded
p re s e rvation program in the United States.
Established in 1933 as a Works Pro j e c t
Administration program under President Franklin
Roosevelt, and codified by the Historic Sites Act of
1935, it has continued uninterrupted and re m a i n s
t rue to its original mission to document the nation’s
a rchitectural and engineering heritage. The work is
c a rried out in cooperation with other federal agen-
cies, state and local governments, private pre s e rv a-
tion and historical organizations, professional soci-
eties, and universities. HABS/HAER is intern a t i o n a l l y
recognized for its rigorous re c o rding standards, sys-
tematic approach to documenting historic stru c t u re s
and sites, and pioneering the most advanced docu-
mentation methodologies. 

HABS/HAER produces full-size hand-measure d
and computer-generated drawings, some combining
advanced photogrammetry techniques, large form a t
black-and-white photographs and color transpare n-
cies, written historical and descriptive data, and origi-
nal field notes on the historic stru c t u res and sites
re c o rded. The documentation is organized accord i n g
to established guidelines, is produced using arc h i v a l

materials to ensure maximum life of the documenta-
tion, and is deposited in the Prints and Photographs
Division in the Madison Building of the Library of
C o n g ress. Currently comprised of over 33,000
re c o rds, it is in many instances the only inform a t i o n
remaining on a stru c t u re or site. All HABS/HAER
materials are copyright free, re p roducible, and re a d-
ily available to the public.

E v e ry government office has the same types of
re c o rds—travel authorizations, personnel, corre-
spondence—but some re c o rds are more valuable
than others. In the HABS/HAER office, these re c o rd s
include correspondence and project files from the
1930s, the original signed 1969 Tr i p a rtite Agre e m e n t
for the establishment of HAER, posters from the
1960s and ’70s, original videos, films, photographs,
and the HABS/HAER Collections database. Quite an
unusual gathering of re c o rds, but to the re s e a rc h e r
they all tell the story of HABS/HAER— who we are
and the product we cre a t e .

Paradoxically for an historical org a n i z a t i o n ,
these important re c o rds were scattered thro u g h o u t
the office in numerous filing cabinets, some unla-
beled and forgotten. Some re c o rds changed hands as
the staff changed over the years, and others were
filed in desks and cared for with the knowledge that
they were important, but there was no place to put
them for safekeeping. Other significant re c o rds took
up valuable work space in the office. All of the
re c o rds were valuable for the staff as well as for
re s e a rchers, pre s e rvationists, and enthusiasts, but
access to them was difficult. These re c o rds re v e a l
H A B S / H A E R ’s unique history—how the idea for a
national survey came to be, how it was org a n i z e d ,
and how it functions within the federal govern m e n t
and with the many partnerships formed over the
years with private org a n i z a t i o n s .

The establishment by the National Arc h i v e s
and Records Administration (NARA) of Record
G roup 515, Records of HABS/HAER, provided the
p rogram the impetus to re s t ru c t u re their re c o rd s
management program. Jerry Wallace, National
A rchives Liaison, Georgette Wilson, form e r
HABS/HAER Collections Management Administrator,
and Robert J. Kapsch, former chief of HABS/HAER,
worked together to make sure permanently valuable
re c o rds were pre s e rved while they were still used
and after they were transferred to the National
A rchives. 

M r. Wallace was responsible for conducting an
annual review of the HAER re c o rds at the Library of
C o n g ress. He immediately recognized the impor-
tance and value of the collections as well as the pro-
gram itself and set out to convince HABS/HAER that
the National Archives is not the “black hole” of the
g o v e rnment, and that the HABS/HAER administra-
tive re c o rds needed to be organized and integrated
at the National Archives. It was at this time that the
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idea of a separate re c o rd group for HABS/HAER was
i n t roduced so that the consolidated re c o rds wouldn’t
get lost in the larger NPS Record Group 79.

When a group of NARA staff toured the
HABS/HAER office in Febru a ry 1992, literally
dozens of filing drawers full of materials that could
immediately be shipped to the National Archives as
p e rmanent re c o rds, and others which could be
s t o red offsite, were discovered. In March 1992, a
f o rmal proposal was sent to the Action Archivist of
the United States, Dr. Trudy Huskamp Peterson
requesting a separate re c o rd group, largely due to
the value of the re c o rds created and because of
H A B S / H A E R ’s extensive involvement with private
o rganizations. Dr. Peterson signed the proposal on
July 1, 1992, creating Record Group 515, the
R e c o rds of the Historic American Buildings
S u rvey/Historic American Engineering Record. In a
c e remony on October 8, 1992, Charles E. Peterson,
founder of HABS, presented to the Archivist of the
United States his original 1933 hand-written draft
for the establishment of HABS as a WPA pro g r a m .

After NARA staff reviewed the files in Febru a ry
1992, HABS/HAER initiated the cataloguing, index-
ing, and transfer of permanent re c o rds to the NARA.
Once RG 515 was created, the next step was to con-
duct an inventory of all the re c o rds in the office and
to write a re c o rds disposition schedule. In pre p a r a-
tion for the inventory, a HABS/HAER historian
attended two classes taught by the NARA, “Record s
Disposition” and “Records Scheduling”, and
obtained a certificate of completion. The classes
took one week, were very informative, and gave the
p a rticipants a strong foundation to implement their
re c o rds management programs. A wide array of simi-
lar programs are scheduled for 1997.

The inventory and eventual schedule were
a rranged according to the pro g r a m ’s org a n i z a t i o n
c h a rt and the types of re c o rds each of the units
within the office maintained. The inventory included
writing a brief description of each type of subject file
found, such as Project Leader files, or Peterson
Prize files, and determining a disposition for the
re c o rds — when the files could be closed, when they
could be stored offsite, and when they could be
t r a n s f e rred to the National Archives or destro y e d .
Although permanent official re c o rds must by law be
t r a n s f e red to NARA when no longer in regular use in
a federal office, HABS/HAER still has access to
them, and retains legal custody of the re c o rds in the
Federal Records Center (FRC) until the re c o rds are
f o rmally transferred to NARA legal custody.

The inventory descriptions were really a draft
of the final schedule. HABS/HAER worked closely
with Larry Baume, a NARA appraisal archivist, to
s t a rt the inventory project, determine dispositions,
and write the schedule. Mr. Baume was patient with
repetitive questions and frequent changes to the

re c o rds disposition schedule, and was understand-
ing of the needs of the HABS/HAER staff. The final
result was a comprehensive yet flexible description
of all of HABS/HAER re c o rds. The schedule was
a p p roved and signed by John Carlin, Archivist of the
United States, on August 20, 1996.

Now that a schedule has been approved, staff
a re more aware of the types of re c o rds kept and how
they are organized and managed. HABS/HAER has
also initiated new re c o rds management ideas. For
example, a central file area has been established
w h e re files that are closed can be stored until they
a re sent to the FRC. This gives staff more filing
space in their offices, keeps re c o rds of the same type
in the one location grouped by year, and allows
access to these files by anyone in the office. Most
i m p o rt a n t l y, these re c o rds are pre s e rved for future
h i s t o r i a n s .

NPS programs should contact Wa rren Dade,
NPS Records Off i c e r, 202-523-5043, or the neare s t
regional FRC for training and other re c o rds manage-
ment assistance. Those responsible for re c o rds man-
agement should consider taking the classes at the
National Archives. They are extremely helpful and
i n f o rmative, and the NARA staff are knowledgeable,
p rofessional, and keep you interested. Take advan-
tage of the re s o u rces available to you through the
National Archives. An accurate schedule will
i n c rease effectiveness in re c o rds management, help
f ree up additional office space, increase the likeli-
hood that future scholars will write about your pro-
gram—since the documentation will continue to
exist, and encourage orderly files—leading to more
e ffective and efficient re c o rds use by the staff. Help
is available. All you have to do is call.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Monica Murphy is a HABS/HAER historian. She is
responsible for records management in these programs.
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The Historic American Buildings Surv e y
(HABS), the oldest pre s e rvation pro-
gram of the National Park Service, pro-

duces archival documentation in the form of exist-
ing-condition measured drawings, larg e - f o rm a t
p h o t o g r a p h y, and written history. These re c o rd s
s u p p o rt the ongoing pre s e rvation, maintenance,
i n t e r p retation, and understanding of historic stru c-
t u res and sites, as well as their contextual land-
scapes. 

Since 1994, HABS has been producing docu-
mentation of historic sites and stru c t u res in the five-


